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A CRITICAL NOTE BY 
RICHARD ALDRICH 


Johann Carl Gottfried Loewe made his name inseparable 
from the idea of the ballad as a form of musical expression. 
A musician of thorough training and high accomplishment, 
he produced numerous operas, symphonies, overtures, orato- 
rios, cantatas, motets, quartets, and other chamber music, 
pianoforte pieces, and four hundred songs and ballads. Of 
these, all, except the last named, are as if they had never been; 
sunk into the oblivion that has overtaken all the second-rate 
composers of the early nineteenth century. The ballads and 
songs are as fresh and vital as they were on the day when they 
were written, and have made their composer’s name illustrious, 
not only giving it a high and distinguished place in the history 
of musical art, but keeping it a living force in music, and win- 
ning him a popular recognition that is rather gaining than 
losing ground. Twenty years ago a contributor to “ Grove’s 
Dictionary”’ could write that Loewe’s music had “gone by 
forever,” and make no exceptions; but to-day the best of his 
ballads are constantly in evidence in the programmes of 
singers, who have found their effectiveness and freshness un- 
impaired, profoundly appealing to the musical taste of to-day. 

Loewe’s life was unéventful. Born in 1796, he showed 
precocious talent for music, and was early devoted to it as a 
profession. To modern views his career seems unenviable. 
For forty-five years he ground through the daily routine of a 
municipal music director in the minor German city of Stet- 
tin, untroubled and apparently not much moved by the strife 
and conflicts engendered by new ideals and new impulses in his 
art, working out his own problems in his own way; yet not 
without honor in his own country or without the apprecia- 
tion of the great world outside. He was in evidence at the 
chief German music festivals; he traveled in England, France, 
Austria and Scandinavia—though he left, to be sure, small 
trace of his personality or his work in any of those countries; 
he was the friend of princes, owing to one, Napoleon’s 


brother, the luckless King Jerome of Westphalia, the where- 
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withal to carry out his musical studies as a youth, and deeply 
impressing two others, Frederick William III. and Frederick 
William IV. of Prussia, with the power and charm of his 
ballads. The younger of these, especially, was fond of the 
composer, to whose singing and playing of his own works he 
would listen by the hour; and when, after a lifetime of faithful 
service, the city fathers of Stettin demanded the resignation 
of their music director, impaired in usefulness by illness, it 
was Frederick William IV. who eased the force of the blow 
by a decoration, dear to the German heart. 

It could have been only a breathless, relentless industry 
that enabled Loewe to produce so vast a mass of music amid 
the daily routine of his municipal position and the private 
teaching necessary to eke-out the wretched pay of a German 
official musician. In addition to his music, he is to be 
credited with a theoretical and practical treatise on singing, 
a chorale book, a method for church singing and organ play- 
ing—and, forsooth, a commentary on the second part of 
Goethe’s “Faust”! And all through his life he had an ac- 
tive and living interest in many things outside of music. 
Especially was he a lover of Nature, and his biographers have 
liked to trace in the picturesque and romantic traits of his 
ballads the influences that came to him from his commun- 
ings with the woods and fields. 

The brilliant German critic and historian of music, Am- 
bros, speaking of Loewe’s vast fecundity in ballad composi- 
tion, compared him, with a punning allusion to his name, 
untranslatable into English, to the biblical lion, roaming 
among the poets of German literature, even down to the 
second and third ranks, seeking what he might devour. There 
is inevitably much in the great mass of his music that has 
lost its savor in half a century and more; but the recent re- 
vival of interest in Loewe’s ballads is founded on the firm 
basis of their vitality and power, their genuine inspiration. It 
is significant of the bent of his genius that his Opus ı was a 
set of ballads containing some of his strongest and most char- 
acteristic productions—“‘ Edward,” “Der Erlkönig,” “ Der 
Wirthin Töchterlein’; and how far from exhaustion was its 
vein at the end of his life is shown by the quality of some of 
his latest ones, such as ““ Archibald Douglas.” 

The ballad in German literature, for which Loewe 
found the highest musical expression, was a borrowing from 
the English and the Scotch, the nations of ballad-singers. 
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Bürger, Herder, Goethe, Schiller, Uhland, brought the ballad 
to its perfect fruition in German literature; but the spirit and 
character of the models were not lost or obscured in their 
development. The fundamental note of the ballad is in its 
epic character; it is a narrative, a story; and however much 
the dramatic and lyric elements may enter into it, it keeps 
this note throughout. Its spirit is picturesque, romantic, 
legendary. The blood stirs in it; the scene is unfolded viv- 
idly before our eyes; the imagination is kept at its keenest 
edge. It gets close to nature, and the scenic background 
often forms an important element. It is, above all, what the 
Germans call “volksthimlich’’—of the people. Its point 
of view is theirs, and no poet can be said to have produced 
a true ballad who has not found and felt himself at home in 
that point of view. And finally, through it all, the poet is 
purely a narrator; his imagination is filled with the exterior 
world and its moving panorama of action and feeling, rather 
than with his subjective moods, emotions and passicns. He 
is but the medium of expression. 

Here is attractive material for the musician, and Loewe 
by no means came upon it as upon a field untilled. Yet it is 
a material of sharply defined limits for musical employment, 
and it may fairly be said that all the problems it offers were 
never so successfully met by any other composer, though 
some of greater genius than Loewe have worked with it, 
and have produced immortal music under its inspiration. 
The earlier composers Zumsteeg, Reichardt and Zelter found 
it intractable; Schubert and Schumann created imperishable 
masterpieces in ballad composition; but Carl Loewe de- 
veloped, as none of these did, a musical style exactly suited 
for the ballad, and the style was truly of his own’ creation. 
Loewe maintained the strophic form in his musical settings, 
but with a complete reservation of the dramatist’s freedom 
of treatment. He chose a plastic principal motive that he 
could unfold in epic breadth without the loss of clearly de- 
fined detail; he transforms the outlines, changes the harmony 
and the rhythm, but the principal idea usually persists, run- 
ning through the whole, often with a reiteration of clause 
that is one of the characteristics of the popular ballad known 
to English-speaking peoples. While he was not a great 
melodist, in the sense that Schubert was, he had a remarkable 
gift of expression and characterization through melody. 
Especially did he command the means for showing forth 
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sustained passion, grievous excitement, bitter complaint, poign- 
ant emotion. The dramatic element is strong in his ballads; 
the thrilling intensity of Edward’s impassioned dialogue with 
his mother can hardly be surpassed in the whole literature 
of song. The baleful shudder that goes through Goethe’s 
recital of the “Erlkönig” is intensified in his setting—very 
different from Schubert’s, less opulent in imagination, simpler 
in the means it employs, but with a grip on the hearer’s 
sensibilities all its own. He could reproduce with singular 
skill the northern color, the cloud-wrapped gloom, that 
envelop many of his ballads, such as the two just mentioned 
and “Elvershöh.” He was steeped in the spirit of the folk- 
song, and herein lies one of the secrets of his power in the 
ballad form. There are few of his works in this form in 
which this spirit is not clearly felt. A composer who can 
employ the simplicity of the folksong with such poignancy 
of effect as is felt in the lament of the three youths in “Der 
Wirthin Töchterlein,” can through that single achievement 
lay claim to genius. 

Loewe’s pianoforte accompaniments are an important 
factor in the results he achieves. He uses the instrument to 
enhance the vivid power of the song, in supplying color and 
pictorial effect of background, in gaining contrasts of light 
and shadow; and especially in affording relief and variety, 
and intensifying the poetical significance of that strophic repe- 
tition of melody that we have noted asa characteristic feature 
of Loewe’s ballads. It is upon them that he lavished so many 
effects of fine and significant detail that well repay the most 
careful study. 

RICHARD ALDRICH. 





CARL LOEWE 
SIX BALLADS 


CONTENTS 


DIE REIGERBAIZE, Op. 106 


(THE HERON-HAWKING) 


ARCHIBALD DOUGLAS, Op. 128 


ELVERSHOH’, Op. 3, No. 2 


(ELVER’S HEIGHT) 


EDWARD, Op. 1, No. ı 


PRINZ EUGEN, Op. 92 


(PRINCE EUGENE) 


ERLKONIG, Op. 1, No. 3 


(THE ERLKING) 
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Die Reigerbaize. 
The Heron-hawking. 


Poem by 
Anastasius Grün. 


Op. 106. 
Original key. 
(Published 1845.) 


Allegretto. 


English translation by 
Dr. Th. Baker. 
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Op. 1, N° 1. 
Original key E> minor. 
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